On 25 December 1653, Hendrik Haecxs, one of the members of the High Council, the senior administrative body that governed the colony of the Dutch West India Company (wic) in northeastern Brazil, reported a frightful occurrence in his diary. Haexcs and the High Council were based in Recife, a portcity and the capital of Dutch Brazil. Ever since Haecxs had arrived in Recife, in late 1645, the city had been under siege by an army of Luso-Brazilian rebels. The wic forces were barely able to hold out, largely because the rebels were unable to blockade the harbor. Five days before the strange event, however, a massive Portuguese fleet arrived, effectively closing the circle around Recife. During this Christmas Day, as the situation in Recife grew increasingly desperate, Haexcs noted that Henrik Harmans, a German soldier in service of the wic, had seen how "the day before at midnight and again this morning at two an uncountable number of black and unknown birds had flown from the forest over Fort De Brune and from there back to the forest." Haexcs ended the anecdote by stating that only God could know the meaning of the sudden appearance and disappearance of the flock of birds.1

